The Five Farina Brothers: Priests of the Diocese of Pittsburgh, 1928-1994
___________________________
Paul Dvorchak

The Roman Catholic Diocese of Pittsburgh has been graced to
have five brothers from the same family become Roman Catholic
priests. The five Farina brothers — Albert, Louis, Joseph, Edward
and Wilbert — served the Church in Pittsburgh from the time of
the eldest Albert’s ordination in 1928 though Edward’s retirement in
1994, a span of 66 years. The total number of years served by the
brothers is 192, just eight years shy of two centuries. The years they
served took place during the greater part of the twentieth century.
They lived through many of the major events in America, the
Great Depression, World War II and America’s political, economic,
and cultural ascendancy. They witnessed the societal changes
of the sixties and seventies. The Farina brothers also served the
Catholic Church through the many changes of the last century.
They were raised and nurtured in the Church of the immigrant.
They witnessed the Catholic Church becoming a major national
influence, morally, politically and culturally. They also witnessed
and participated in the great changes brought about by the Second
Vatican Council.
To write about the Farina brothers in depth would require much
more space than this article will attempt as it would require a
whole history of the Diocese of Pittsburgh for the years in which
they served. The everyday events of a parish priest’s daily life, the
celebration of the Eucharist, baptisms, confessions, weddings and
funerals, their participation in parishioners’ major life events, the
management of the business of a parish and oftentimes a school all
are beyond the scope of this article. In fact, this article is the first
of two articles, the first covering roughly the first half of the years
the Farinas served. Next year’s Gathered Fragments will cover the
second half. To view the locations where and the dates when, the
Farina brothers served, please see the chart that accompanies this
article.
The Farina brothers were born and raised in an Italian-American
family. They were the children of Italian immigrants. Their
parents were part of the great migration of southern and eastern
Europeans that came to America, beginning in the later years of the
nineteenth century and the early years of the twentieth. In 1890,
there were 24,662 Italian-born Americans living in Pennsylvania;
this number increased to 196,122 by 1910.1 So many immigrants
were coming to Pittsburgh at the beginning of the twentieth
century that one writer reported that a new church was founded
every thirty days!2
In the United States, there was a “native” dislike of the increase
of immigrants in the late 1800’s. Some immigrant groups were
considered better than others. Legislation was passed in Congress
in 1882 that barred Chinese immigration. In many areas of the
United States, Italian immigrants were not particularly favored. For
example, eleven Italian immigrants were lynched in New Orleans in
1891.3 The early years of the century also saw a resurgence of the
Ku Klux Klan. All Catholics were perceived as the greatest enemy
to the Klan in the 1920’s and 1930’s.4
The Vatican was aware of the difficulties facing Italian immigrants.
Pope Leo XIII issued the Encyclical Quam Aerumnosa to the bishops
of the United States, which acknowledged the difficulties facing

Italian immigrants. The encyclical advocated the appointment of
Italian-speaking priests to serve those immigrants.5
Then, tensions existed between ethnic groups. A recent publication
describes the political and religious struggles between the Irish and
Italians in New York City.6 In western Pennsylvania, prejudice
and distrust existed from without and within ethnic groups. In the
Lawrenceville neighborhood of Pittsburgh, German residents were
angered when neighbors sold their property to Polish immigrants.7
In the Diocese of Pittsburgh, there are memories of a dislike of
“mixed marriages,” or that members of one ethnic group had to
have a pastor’s permission to marry outside their own ethnic group.
Arriving immigrants understandably wished to live, socialize and
worship with their own kind. Before an Italian church was built,
Italian immigrants in the Bloomfield neighborhood of Pittsburgh
attended Mass in a blacksmith shop rather than at the local German
parish.8
Pittsburgh has an early history of ethnic parishes. St. Philomena’s
was established as a German parish in Pittsburgh’s Strip District
as early as 1839. St. Peter the Apostle began in the lower Hill as
an early Italian parish in 1892. With so many immigrants from
different countries arriving in the city at the turn of the century,
Pittsburgh’s bishops recognized the value of ethnic parishes.
Bishop Hugh C. Boyle (1873-1950) knew the importance of
honoring the newly arrived immigrants. His first public appearance
after his ordination as bishop was to dedicate St. Anthony
Orphanage in Oakmont. The orphanage’s initial mission was to
serve orphaned Italian girls. The Italian envoy to the United States
was in attendance at the dedication along with members of many
Italian-American organizations who helped finance the orphanage.9
It is not possible to answer definitively the question as to why one
family produced five vocations. But by looking at the cultural and
familial background of the Farina brothers, we may receive clues to
help answer that question.
The Farina brothers were born and raised in Rural Valley, a small
coal mining town in Armstrong County. Their parents, Joseph
(1871-1922) and Angela Andreis Farina (1885-1951) immigrated to
the United States in 1896. The 1910 U.S. census states that their
country of origin was Austria. Joseph and Angela Farina were from
the northern Italian municipality of Fiave in the region of Tyrol.
At the time of their departure, Tyrol was under control of the
Austro-Hungarian Empire. But the Farinas spoke Italian and were
culturally Italian. Besides the five sons in the Farina family, there
were two daughters, the eldest child Julia (1903-1982) and Catherine
Farina Borgo (1912-1999). Julia never married, as she was not
very outgoing. Catherine became a registered nurse after attending
St. Joseph’s Nursing School on Pittsburgh’s Southside. Catherine
married John Borgo and they had six children.10
According to the census of 1910, Joseph Farina’s occupation was
that of a merchant.11 A later newspaper article listed his occupation
as a coal miner.12 It is possible that the father was both, a coal
miner and a merchant in a store. Raymond Brochetti, a cousin who
grew up in the same town as the Farinas, said the Farinas operated
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a shoe store, but that the store was not very profitable.13 So, it is
possible that like many immigrant families, the parents did whatever
was necessary to provide for their families.
Rural Valley is located next to the town of Yatesboro. Joseph
Farina and Angela Andreis were married at St. Mary’s Catholic
Church in Yatesboro in 1901.14 St. Mary’s in Yatesboro became the
home parish of the Farina brothers.15
For newly arrived immigrant groups, the Catholic Church
became the center of their religious and social lives. Most of the
immigrants who came to western Pennsylvania at the beginning
of the last century came to work in the area’s coal mines and steel
mills. Many came by way of “Chain Migration,” where members
of the same village or area came to the same area in America as the
result of word of mouth in the old country. The Church was an
integral part of the life of the new immigrants. The Church helped
preserve the language and customs of the old country oftentimes
amidst hostility from the predominant Anglo-Saxon Protestant
society of America. The parish priest played an important role in
these ethnic communities, as important as the role of physicians,
teachers, policeman or political leaders. Prior to World War II,
college education was unknown for most immigrant families,
and priesthood was a means to the upper middle class. Higher
education was valued but not easily accessed. So a vocation to the
priesthood may have been viewed as a means of moving up the
social ladder.
A priestly vocation, at its essence, is a movement and a calling
of the Holy Spirit. Vocations can and often do have a human
influence such as that of an admired priest, or a vocation can be
inspired from within a family. In most families, the spiritual tone
or religious practice is most often set by the mother. Then there is
the dynamic of a large family of boys. The eldest is often looked
upon as a role model by younger brothers. More is handed down
from the older brother than outgrown clothes. Work habits, study
habits, attitude towards girls, or a prayer life can often be emulated
by younger brothers.

concept or practice of the padrone since many of the immigrants
to Rural Valley emigrated from the same area, the Tyrol in Italy.

Fr. Albert served as an assistant pastor for ten years before
becoming pastor of the Italian parish of Regina Coeli on
Pittsburgh’s North Side. Fr. Albert Farina must have been known
and trusted by Bishop Boyle because at one time Albert and three
of his younger brothers lived and served at Regina Coeli at the
same time. Fr. Louis Farina served at Regina Coeli before Albert
was assigned there but Louis was appointed the supervisor at
St. Anthony’s Orphanage in Oakmont during the time the other
brothers lived at Regina Coeli. When Regina Coeli opened Our
Lady of Perpetual Help as a mission of Regina Coeli, Fr. Edward
Farina was assigned by Fr. Albert to take over the mission parish.
Although still officially an assistant at Regina Coeli, Fr. Edward was
practically the unofficial pastor of Our Lady of Perpetual Help.18
Regina Coeli opened another mission church, Immaculate Mary on
the North Side in 1941.
Early in their priestly careers, the Farina brothers were not passive
in carrying out their vocations, but seemed eager to zealously
live out their vocations. For instance, as early as 1933 Fr. Louis
Farina was involved in an ecumenical plan to provide relief for the
poor of the Manchester section of Pittsburgh.19 This occurred
two years after his ordination. Fr. Louis would later become the
administrator/chaplain for St. Anthony’s Orphanage in Oakmont.
St. Anthony’s Orphanage is where Dorothy Day attended the silent
retreats conducted by Fr. John Hugo and Fr. Louis Farina. The
retreats were not listed as “silent retreats,” and were not extensively
publicized in The Pittsburgh Catholic. The retreat was listed as a
“One week retreat” for men, with no mention of Fr. Hugo in The
Pittsburgh Catholic.20 But these retreats were most important in
the spiritual life of Dorothy Day, the co-founder of the Catholic
Worker movement. At this writing, Dorothy Day is honored as a
“Servant of God,” a step in the process of her being declared a
saint of the Roman Catholic Church.

Raymond Brochetti stated that the Farinas were strict and very
devout. He also said that the Farinas’ mother, Angela, did not want
her sons to work at manual labor but wanted them to be refined
gentlemen. When the father, Joseph, died at age 55, Angela was
37 years old, her oldest daughter, Julia, was 19 years old and Albert
was 18. Mr. Brochetti said that at the father’s death, Angela took
Albert to the parish priest, Fr. Rocco Matura and had Albert do odd
jobs for the priest. He was already an altar boy.16 But when all this
is taken into account, a vocation to the priesthood is a mystery that
dwells in the depths of a person’s heart.

The retreats offered at St. Anthony’s in Oakmont were inspired
by the Lacouture movement, started by a Canadian Jesuit, Fr.
Onesimus Lacouture. Concerning the retreats, Dorothy Day wrote:
I could write a great deal about that retreat, and all it brought
to us, the new vistas which opened out before us. But I will
simply say that it gave us spiritual direction. We were learning
how to die to ourselves, to live in Christ, and all the turmoil
of the movement, all the pruning of natural love, all the
disappointments were explained by the doctrine of the Cross….
The seed has fallen into the ground and has died. But we know
that it will bear great fruit.21

Albert Farina, after attending St. Bonaventure College and St.
Vincent’s Seminary was ordained a Catholic priest on June 17, 1928
and his four younger brothers followed him into the priesthood.
In interviews with people who knew Father (later Monsignor)
Albert Farina, they all agreed that Albert had a strong personality.
One interviewee simply said that Albert called the shots.17 There
exists the Italian tradition of the “padrone.” Sometimes viewed
negatively, the padrone was a boss or manager or one who acted
as middleman between workers and management for newly arrived
immigrants. The young Albert may have been familiar with the

A scholar, Benjamin Peters, described the retreats in a dissertation:
According to Day’s notebooks the retreat opened with a
conference on Sunday evening and ended with conferences
the following Saturday. Each day began with Mass at 8:30 a.m.
followed by breakfast and then a conference at 9:45 a.m. and
another at 11:45 a.m. After lunch and time for private reflection,
Father Louis Farina, a priest from the Pittsburgh diocese who
also attended the 1939 Lacouture-retreat in Baltimore, gave a
series of conferences on prayer each day at 3 p.m. Hugo then led
a conference at 5 p.m. followed by Benediction and supper. The
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day ended with a final conference by Hugo at 8:30 p.m. It was a
full day, and one in which silence was maintained throughout –
Hugo and Farina did all the talking.22

Catholic Evidence Guild, an early Catholic evangelical initiative.
The Evidence Guild held monthly days of recollection. Fr. Louis
Farina conducted the conferences held at Mother of Good Counsel
House on Fernando Street in the lower Hill District.33

The retreats were controversial. The spirituality of the retreats
were considered rigorous, too extreme and sometimes labeled
“Jansenist.” The spirituality according to critics overstressed
the supernatural. Responding to complaints from other clergy,
Bishop Boyle transferred Fr. John Hugo to St. Mary’s in Kittanning
in October 1942, thus ending his ability to regularly preach the
retreats. Fr. Hugo and Fr. Louis Farina traveled to Rome to appeal
the ending of the retreats, to no avail.23

Fr. Louis Farina was the superintendent of St. Anthony’s
Orphanage from 1935 to 1946. He relied on the patronage of
Italians and Italian parishes. Throughout the summer and fall
of 1937, he visited all the Italian parishes to explain his work
and ask for their support.34 In December of 1937, St. Anthony’s
Orphanage published its first St. Anthony’s Bulletin as part of the
establishment of St. Anthony’s Guild. The Bulletin was distributed
to the member parishes of the Guild, which consisted of 24 of the
30 Italian parishes in the diocese of Pittsburgh.35

After the “retreat controversy,” Dorothy Day continued to come
to Oakmont for days of recollection. She went to confession to
Fr. Farina and felt much consoled.24 Even though Fr. John Hugo
coordinated and led most of the retreats, Day thought highly of
Fr. Farina. “Father Farina says that the only true influence we
have on people is through supernatural love. This sanctity (not
an obnoxious piety) so affects others that they can be saved by
it.”25 When Day questioned her motives as to why she served the
poor, thinking it possibly wrong to increase her holiness while
pandering to the weakness of others, Fr. Louis Farina told her that
if the charity was of supernatural love, all impure motives would be
cleansed.26

Fr. Louis Farina was twenty-eight years old when he was
appointed superintendent of St. Anthony’s. As a young priest,
he was absorbed with youthful ideals. He changed the name of
the orphanage to St. Anthony’s Village. He hoped to have St.
Anthony’s operated and organized on the same principles as Fr.
Flanagan’s Boys Town. He did not want the children’s lives to be
run by rule books. He wished to stress the Ten Commandments.36
This was years before Fr. Louis Farina was involved in preaching
and organizing the “Silent Retreat.”
The combination of strict evangelical morality and progressive ideas
may be a theme for all the Farinas. The progressive or modernistic
elements in their lives are reflected in the modern church buildings
that four of the brothers built between 1960 and 1967. As the
Second Vatican Council ran from 1962 through 1965, the Farina
brothers as builders of churches were on the forefront of new ways
of thinking about the Catholic Church for which the Council is
known.

Little documented evidence exists that shows the other Farina
brothers either made the retreat or were involved in the retreats,
except for a brochure from 2001 that promoted the retreat. It
quotes Fr. Edward Farina:
One of the highlights of my priesthood, one of the supporting
influences, has been the retreat – not ‘a’ retreat but ‘the’ retreat –
given by Fr. John Hugo. I owe it to him to say this – I wouldn’t
be the priest I am today if it wasn’t for him. And my brothers
felt that too.27
Another indication of the Farina brothers’ zeal and dedication
to the Church is their involvement in street preaching. The
Farina brothers were involved in street preaching in Pittsburgh in
the spring and summer of 1942. The Catholic Evidence Guild
conducted “Pitches” at the corner of Centre Avenue and Dinwiddie
Street in the Hill District. Some of the priests involved were:
Revs. Stephen Burdis, Charles Owen Rice, Joseph Meenan, Henry
Podowski, John J. Hugo, Thomas Lappan, William Connare, and
Albert and Louis Farina. Fr. Hugo was the moderator of the
Guild. They gave talks such as: “Need of Salvation,” “Supernatural
Life,” and the “Church.”28 Lay people were also involved such as
Alan Kistler, Elizabeth Dafflinger, John O’Donnell, and Edward
Niederberger. The program each evening started with a half
hour of music, three 15-minute talks and a period of questions,
prayers for peace and the singing of hymns. They then passed out
pamphlets and holy cards.29 Then, at a later “Pitch,” Edward Farina,
while still a seminarian, spoke on “Religious Orders.”30
Wilbert Farina, who also was a seminarian along with another
seminarian, Tom Rodgers spoke at later Evidence Guild “Pitches.”31
Attendance at the pitches ran from 175 to 300.32 What is especially
interesting is that two of the younger Farinas were involved in street
preaching while still seminarians at St. Vincent’s in Latrobe. Prior
to 1942, there is evidence that the Farinas were involved with the

The next edition of Gathered Fragments will include an article that
will concentrate on the later years of the ecclesiastical careers of
the Farina brothers with an emphasis on them as builders of new
churches.

Farina priest-brothers: Albert and Louis (front, L to R), Edward,
Joseph and Wilbert (rear, L to R).
Source: Archives of Diocese of Pittsburgh
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Dates and Locations of the Farina Brothers’ Ministry
Year

Albert L.
(1904-1969)

1928

Ordained June 17.
Assistant Holy Family
Latrobe

1931

Louis A.
(1907-1981)

Joseph E.
(1911-1979)

Edward R.
(1917-1997)

Ordained June 7.
Assistant Regina Coeli
North Side

1933

Assistant, St. Vitus, New
Castle

1935

Assistant
SS. Simon & Jude
Blairsville

1939

Pastor Regina Coeli
North Side

1940

Our Lady of Perpetual
Help established as
mission of
Regina Coeli

1941

Mary Immaculate
established as
mission of
Regina Coeli

Superintendent
and chaplain, St.
Anthony Orphanage,
Oakmont

1943

Ordained June 16.
Assistant St. Peter
New Kensington

Assistant
Regina Coeli
North Side

Ordained June 6.
Assistant
Regina Coeli
North Side

1944

Ordained June
11.
Assistant Regina
Coeli
North Side

1945

Pastor Madonna
of Jerusalem
Sharpsburg

1946
1951

Wilbert A.
(1919-1982)

Assistant
St. Januarius Renton
Pastor
Immaculate Conception
Bloomfield

Pastor
St. Philip Neri
Donora

Assistant
St. Vitus
New Castle

1952

Assistant
Mother of
Sorrows
McKees Rocks

1955

Assistant
St. Michael, Butler
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Dates and Locations of the Farina Brothers’ Ministry
Year

Albert L.
(1904-1969)

Louis A.
(1907-1981)

Joseph E.
(1911-1979)

Edward R.
(1917-1997)

1957

Wilbert A.
(1919-1982)
Assistant
Immaculate
Conception
Bloomfield

1958

Pastor
Mother of
Sorrows
McKees Rocks

Assistant
Madonna del
Castello
Swissvale.
Pastor
Christ the King
Ambridge

1959
Pastor, St. Lucy
Mahoningtown
1960

New church
dedicated March 27.
Resigned due to ill
health May 31

1961

New church dedicated
October 1

1964

Rt. Rev. Monsignor
January 13

Pastor, Madonna
del Castello,
Swissvale
New school built

1966

New church
dedicated
August 21

1967

1969

New church
dedicated, May 21
Died January 13

1971

Resigned due to
ill health

1979
1981

Died February 2
Died March 27

1982

Died April 28

1986

Chaplain, Little
Sisters of the Poor

1994

Retired

1997

Died March 19
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